abstract: While offspring size is a widely studied concept in evolutionary ecology, mechanisms affecting offspring phenotype in species with postzygotic parental care are incompletely understood. We examined the impact of sibling fusion on ontogenetic shifts in offspring size in the brooding sea anemone Urticina felina. Fusion occurred among brood-protected embryos in U. felina, whereas it occurred postrelease among settlers of corals studied here and previously. Two fusion products were evidenced: morphologically aberrant offspring and large homogeneous offspring coined "megalarvae." The frequent occurrence (∼77%) of megalarvae identifies them as the primary fusion product, which drove an increase in offspring size and within-clutch size variation before release. Lipid signatures suggest that morphologically aberrant juveniles represent by-products that do not reach adulthood. Not only were occurrences of megalarvae common in the populations studied, they increased with maternal fecundity, suggesting that sibling fusion may be a form of kin cooperation integral to the reproductive success of U. felina, warranting investigation in other live-bearing invertebrate taxa.
Introduction
Offspring size is among the most widely studied forms of phenotypic variability and is central to fundamental concepts in evolutionary ecology (Smith and Fretwell 1974; Bernardo 1996; Uller 2008) . A well-recognized tenet is that while offspring size influences the fitness of both mothers and offspring, selection acts to maximize maternal fitness with respect to offspring provisioning. This gave rise to the size-number trade-off hypothesis, whereby a finite amount of resources allows mothers to either produce a small number of well-provisioned offspring or more numerous poorly provisioned ones (Smith and Fretwell 1974; Bernardo 1996 variation in offspring size is an adaptive response to local conditions, on the importance of this variation, and on the factors that may drive it. Much less studied are the mechanisms that underlie variations in offspring size, largely due to the universal acceptance of the size-number trade-off driven by maternal provisioning. However, in species that exhibit postzygotic (postoviposition) parental care, interactions and conflicts with the parent or among siblings may also act on offspring size.
Offspring size plasticity has been studied in mammals (Charnov and Ernest Postzygotic interactions known to influence offspring size arise with viviparity (Crespi and Semeniuk 2004), including adelphophagy (cannibalism among siblings; e.g., Kamel et al. 2010) and matrotrophy (offspring feeding on mother's tissues; e.g., Pollux and Reznick 2011). We propose that heterogeneic fusion (chimerism) during early ontogeny is another key determinant of offspring phenotypic plasticity. The natural occurrence of chimerism
